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Culture is the Most Fertilized Substance—Edit DeAk speaks to Rammellzee, Artforum, May 1983 


CULTURE IS THE MOST fertilized substance. It does nothing but ferment its own substance for 
milleniums. It is the best flammable stuff along with the soul, the spirit, the winged breath of air, 
the O2 particle that gives oxygen to the fire of culture. Where time is rhythm it is almost 
impossible not to be spun by words and turns of phrases, and even more by the person who 
reveals them by uttering them in one’s presence for the first time—not to mention engraving 
them in one’s mind by repetition. “Language itself is a gamble. A roll of dice. The way you 
formulate your sentence, the words you pick and make that sentence, is the roll of the dice. 
That’s why I’m a rapper, I pick the best words for the sentence. If your gamble rolls right, you'll 
win. Where the dictionary rolls, the word’s right. When the title was made, Ornamental Style, 
well that word was one roll or one knowledge straight off armament. The next roll that came up 


was armament. And that’s what graffiti is. 


“The trains out there are a big book, and as the pages are being written, as formations are being 
placed on the train, the page cars are switched around. And the book is scattered and rescattered 
into a gamble. The letters armored themselves while we were scattering them on the transit. 
And society was still playing that big major game by breaking up car numbers in sequence. When 
you put two cars together it makes an ionic sentence. A one-word statement of a sentence, full of 


five of these one-word joints. And these sentences started to make sense.” 


Like a pinball machine on which places are demarcated, fixed, each in communication with 
further stations, the ball shooting in any direction from place to place according to the force 
with which it spins, Rammellzee’s verbal/vocal oeuvre produces a space/place where he may 
deposit his voluminous moments of rhythmic knowledge. He is a theoretical machine, hard to 
break down. “The rhyme cannot be repeated because I just put words in formation as letters in 


the word formations, how you gonna tell me to repeat it. All my rhymes, every rhyme I ever say 


is never repeated. That is what makes me the Zee and that is a title. I do not repeat anything and 


I never write it down.” 


In the sense of conventional, socialized codification, Rammellzee is about language at its wit’s 
end. His diction tends to involuntarily lapse into verse, cadenced according to the traditions of 
conversation cum preaching and the syncopation of funk. His dialogue clamps on the spinal 
vertebrae of the letter, putting the central nervous system of language into overdrive as his 
baritone pumps and chuckles like a piston. The phasing moves through the beat like a scythe, 
tearing into percussives through to the issue: articulations. He ordains the laws which govern 
the letter which govern society. He speaks with such ease and eloquence that it all seems the 
truth of mesmerizing poetry for those who hear him. This relentless regurgitation of rhetoric 
makes the speech work, and it is the working of the speech, the speaking of the speech, which is 
at least half of how the speech registers. 


Rammellzee’s discourse is on the universe and its cosmic symbolic defense systems—structures 
which were dipped into social apocalypses and bent in their generic aspects (letters). In a tone of 
intimacy yet in a practical manner he ejects his treaties the only effective way, with familiarity. 
He frequents his territory with messianic consistency, making constant appearances, like the 
fool or the magician, bouncing on the edge of the void or on the brink of self-manifestation. The 
computopian sorcerers space where he reverberates is an echoed space of singularity and 
universalities. He wasn't born with Logos; he has acquired it little by little, by questing everybody 
he meets. “All the collaborators with Webster and everybody else that deals with the dictionaries 
and all the other world books and the Britannica, I understand why they started snatching words 
and taking them out and putting them back in when they wanted to, reformulating letters and 
taking letters out of words. They put a dictionary together, they gave a word formation meaning 
and structure, but they don’t understand the letter. The dictionary has no outline construction 


and no evolution for the A through Z in the military sense or commercial. Only certain letters 


could go together, and they went together, but then diseased culture compiled letters that 
shouldn't have been put together and when they compiled them, the letter just got into a gap, a 
universal gap, and then tricked all formations, so that it kept its knowledge In the dark to itself 
until the right time in evolution.” Rammellzee is drenched in but not knowing of the historical 
delineation and organizational stuff of his topic; that is why he takes the whole of our heritage as 


one unit, undifferentiated, like dark ink before letter formation. 


The unborn darkness is potent with existential, historical, and biographical metaphors. It is 
idiomatic of activities in the dark that they are pure and true. It is a tradition that darkness is 
cover from conscious control and social patrol. The archspook of teenage heresy and the 
timewarp of the dark re-zoned Rammellzee in a historical flashback of identity to the era of 
Gothic calligraphers. “How can I do it if I don’t know what I’m doing. The lines came to me in the 
dark. I drew because of anxiety, desperation, third rails, and cops. I made quick decisions. I just 
said fuck it do this do that do that, and if it come out right when I saw it the next day it come out 
right. I was amazed. When I studied it and I knew what it was, then I put the elaborations into it. 
Graffiti was created in the dark when you can’t feel, when you can’t touch. You're not going to 
concentrate or manipulate nothing. You're worried about twenty big gaping holes in the floor, 
dogs chasing after you all mad and muddied up. The most Gothic-looking things around are 


down there in those tunnels.” 


Destined to repeat the eminent gestures with which the monks adorned the letter, he assumed 
the continuing lineage. Under the cover of darkness Jean Genet consecrates simulated vocational 


genes: 


... You belong to a kind of heroic family, each member of which repeats the same signs, or 
else... you ore the reflection in time of a past act, like the reflection in space seen in a mirror: 


in the subway, supporting myself at times with both hands on the thin vertical column between 


the doors, have I not been the reflection of Joan of Arc at the coronation in Reims holding the 


staff of her standard? 


Rammellzee is projected by the same ray of illumination as the Gothic scribes, but has to focus 
himself on a different screen, a different set of dimensions in order to make the genealogies 
visible and the symbols functional. “The monks started what we do, we extend off their science. 
The bishops in 1582 stopped their knowledge because they couldn't read the monks’ tax papers. 
They were getting too fancy so the bishops said ‘I can’t read this to tax the people’ If you look in 
the dictionary you'll see that the bishops stopped the monks because their power was becoming 
too strong with the letter. Those damn monks contradicted what the kings and bishops wanted. 
They wrote it the way they wanted to write it. In their style. The calendar monks sent a letter to 
the one place that God cannot go: Hell. The light that we had was from a knowledge that was dim 
down there, so the knowledge was very faint, but yet it was real, and with its energy passing 
through our bodies, we received it—that’s how we get scared and how our hair stands on end, 
that’s all. The subway is a place where it can be so black you'd swear you were watching 
television. We play chess with the subway lights and the trains. It’s big. You don’t know if you're 
walking in circles, you don't know if it’s daylight or night, you don’t know nothing. You don’t 
know where the entrance is, you don’t know where the exit is, you don’t know where the floor is 
gonna drop. You're just in there. So what is the territory you want to command? The book, page, 
paragraph, word formation phrase.” Writing into blackness (the subway) or pursuing the black on 
the white (the page), between the polarity of dark and light, knowledge and delineation, 
Rammellzee gambles with the hunger of the void to gratify the letter. 


Letter As Tank 
At this particular moment of civilization, a moment in complete confusion about what is real, 
what is symbol, and what a symbol is, everybody knows what a character is. There are character 


generators, characters in the video games, characters coming back in art—not people, not 


representation, but character. Character is habitual action. A growing person acquires recurring 
motives and when they’re understood rationally this mortal becomes ethically responsible. Such 


character is destroyed if passion or pathos takes over. 


A symbol is delicate, intricate and intelligent. In our time, the letter (a symbol) is often manifest 
rather than symbolizing. The worry warts about illiteracy claim something is threatened with 
being forgotten but instead it is threatened with being remembered. The very shell, form, body 
of the thing is used to recall itself or to annihilate itself. This overwhelms the original symbolic 


intelligence, the structural truth of the letter. Rammellzee arms the symbol against that. 


Our past-literate illiteracy is the illiteracy that has to happen when writing takes itself as its own 
subject, when writing turns its own head on itself and looks at itself. I heard they have a 
typewriter where you can type by staring intently at each letter in turn. Language makes itself a 
language, refers to itself, collapses and explodes. This is Rammellzee’s topic. The letter as genre, 
liberated from writing, evolves into a character, an image. If you arm a symbol you get a 
character which is a symbol in practice, “an agent codified.” According to Aristotle, if you don’t 
make characters work effectively they’ll be devoid of ethical quality. This object, this cultural 
monument, the letter, is not an axiom it is structure embellished with armament for offense and 
defense in a symbolic war waged over past and future usurpations. (Time is cyclic, we don’t know 
where we are in relation to cosmic events.) The images of letters hold the knowledge of the past 


until the future is ready to clarify itself. 


“That’s what I’m saying, home boy, that’s why I made this pamphlet. Everybody in society who 
died and left art, Galileo and the rest of the brothers, they always left something that they know 
will stick to the letter. And this time the letter’s sticking for itself. Once the letter has armed 


itself it is in its own military function. This time diseased culture is not going to send out 


another diseased culture to relay a message, but will send a letter and the letter is going to relay 


the message. 


“Society is in love with the letter, it uses it every day, types it, reads it. Society just did not know 
what to do with the letter so it reformulated words to sounds that should not have been placed 
upon those word formations, sentences, paragraphs, pages, books, and the rest of them on down 
the line. The letter is the character. Not the human. The letter is rebuilding its structure itself. 
This time I’m not going to send out another human body to relay a message that I’ve had written 
down, because that body might soy something different. In a war against symbols which have 
been wrongly titled the letter is the only thing which can fight. Not a human being, no tree, no 
nothing, no landscape. Not a boxer. The human body can never be a masterpiece. How many 


malfunctions does it have daily?” 


This “chorus” of character letters represents action better than a protagonist. Rammellzee 
eliminates himself from what he does; he is a biological entity which channels energy, he is a 
tool through which structures of universal truth channel themselves. He is not a name, he is not 


a person. It is the letter that dictates what he does. 


“Identity problems? I don’t have an identity. I’m a human, I’m everybody on this planet. Edit 
deAk is a government name, it should not have been given to you, and it does not govern you. 
Name is a necessity to a housing construction, the identity. The government busts out N for 
necessity, A for housing construction. The necessity for housing construction is that it separates 


this name from that name.” 


The world, the universe, is one thing. When you name something you almost commit a crime 
because you've separated it—what you named—from the oneness of everything. “Rammellzee is 
a military function formation and that’s not a name either. The proof is that this ideal motor 


movement is not controlled by me. I am ramming the knowledge to on elevation, and Iam 


understanding the knowledge behind the Z. When you read the Roman letter you speak of it as 
history, you don't put it upon a person. Ramm-Ell-Zee. Since we are dealing with Roman letter 
we have to go back to the day when the Romans were using the ram to break down a door. Our 
situation today is to break down a door of knowledge hidden behind society, tricknowledged so 
long we're going to work our way around it, instead of breaking it up straight. Whereas before 
you'd be trying to break through and you would be on the bottom of the pile. Writing is a form of 
communication delivered by man just to set man up, whether it be for tricknowledgy, to scheme, 
to cover. We are talking about where graffiti originated, where hardcore war went down with 
markers against markers and letters against letters. You think war is always shooting and 


beating everybody but no, we had the letters fight for us.” 


Isn’t the ability or disability to accept or not accept graffiti due to its very context? In terms of 
graffiti Rommellzee claims that traditional context, he clings to it. He is the basic brain and 
theoretician of it. So taking him out of that heritage is like saying to the Sun King “listen, I don't 
think you should be talking so much about being French.” 


From the more naive, folkish, almost purely decorative crescendos of the various ornamental 
graffiti styles, like flower, dinosaur, or even the earlier bubble (commercial calligraphic) style, 
proceeded the era of the Armamental Style, or the three basic military graffiti stages. Bomberism 
was the first to appear. (As Rammellzee says, one must remember to call these phases “isms” to 
define them as practice; if we don’t they remain clubs, which they were in the beginning.) Full- 
scale bombing (windows down) should be considered as the expression of the cultist group 
energy of an underground activity, the bombastic visual fidgeting of young teenage bravura. 
From this easier stuff shot off a much more intriguing era of stylistic development, with 


discipline and goals: Wild Stylism, which is exactly what it says—the style is wild. 


“Wild Style is an emotional outburst of brothers setting forth knowledge that was left by a clue 
in the dark and remanipulatlng this knowledge until it comes to light.” (Genet: “The walls of the 
Mettray Yard have fallen about me... walls on which I read... the most singular of appeals, 
which I recognize by the abrupt pencil strokes, as each word was a matter of solemn decision.”) It 
is wild but it can be corrected, following the upgradings of its various phases, the first of which— 
Paperism—is an extremely complex delineation of the letters. All the foldings of the character, 
the image, the lights and shadows develop as folds. Basically the letter, a two-dimensional entity, 
is treated like a real object. This is the meta-essence of the graffitist's regard for the letter as if it 
were areal 3D thing (which is topsy turvy from Cubism, in which they had the pipe or the face 
and angled it around into 2D). (Genet: “The stones speak to me... [in] mysterious initials... I 
had long... ceased to be affected by the sinister glamour of the carved letters ... and now, all at 
once, a shock, a sudden loss of memory, makes me feel uneasy .. . I now see these letters only as 
a strange object, an inscription in an ancient temple.”) By saturating the symbol’s drafting with 
so much shadow that the outline gets completed and can be cast in wax or metal, we come to the 
second stage—Jewelryism. This is an educational style, allowing the symbol to be lifted off the 
flat surface and made into sculpture. Out of the chiaroscuro of indeterminately layered and 
dense images, from these overlays of shadows, burst out the cast of characters. Nymphism is the 
most developed phase of Wild Style still on the trains. It is notable for its articulation of military 
iconography. It has wing structures and an understanding that the arrows are directions, and 
should be elaborated as firing mechanisms. Here the letter, even though it can’t fly, has wings. 
The ’80s war of the letter is exemplified by post-Wild Style graffiti which evolved from scribble 


scrabble tags to armored letters. 


Afraid of falling into the depths or heights of imagination until he himself becomes imaginary 
(military function Ramm Elevation Zee)—afraid of a collision with the real—he patronizes battles 


but does not fight in them. He is like an actor impersonating himself. In order to reach his 


highest pitch, he requires the grandiloquent freedom provided by the stage, or the situation 
which is outside the physical world.* 


“Iam not Rammellzee. The name I put down is not a name. I don’t praise the machine, the tank. I 
hate it. (I hate what you see.) The letter makes me do it. I hate what I am, I hate what It Is, but 
I’m telling you what the letter says. 


“The letter is the tank. NOC created the statement ‘style wars. Based on that I followed with my 
statement on symbolic wars, the war of the armed symbol—the letter. The real name for the 
style is Ikonoklast Panzerism, and this is the true style or the end process of graffiti. The letter is 
armed to stop all the phony formations, lies, and tricknowledgies placed upon Its structure. It 
can be little for sneak attacks, or can be the size of this damn planet, depending on who is 
building it and with what and what for. The letter . . . that’s not a missile up against flesh and 
blood . . . ain’t no talking in the world of destroying anything but symbols. It is symbol against 
symbol. 


“The tank is the letter E. English starts with an E but the alphabet is characterized by the E as 
being statement English, Epsilon. War is one perfect one. It’s exactly the way it should be spelled, 
doing and dealing what we call and act out as a war. The V by structure is a downfall symbol, 
thats why W—two downfall symbols—starts off the word ‘war. How could you spell war or have 
war without it being a conscious development? Thats why it has two double V’s, two downfall 
symbols, two points. I told you about the letter. In war you always need something that deals 
with medicine, you must always have that science. Remember R is the lost letter in war, and the 
Ais the housing construction, the housing construction that usually fights war. We're getting so 


advanced we're going to see that housing construction is turning into computers.’* 


Equally concerned with the history (Gothic) and with the structural mechanisms of the letter and 


its armament (Futurism) he combines the two and calls his technique Gothic Futurism, the result 


of extending the evolution of the letter from the long, speared, pointy-looking Gothic text and 
pushing the arrow forward. “That’s past and maybe future. We are in a period of time when we 
can correct those mistakes so that it does not return to Gothic. If it does, we will not go to space. 
Homeboy, when you say piece in Gothic Futurism, you mean a .22, and a masterpiece means tank. 


A masterpiece is much better than a gun, but gangsterism is not beautiful. It is Gothic.” 


CHARACTER AS DIMENSION 

Rammellzee’s historicizing notion is that all languages using (usurping) the roman alphabet for 
their differing phonetic needs or idiosyncracies are slanguages. (Genet: “My first impulse was to 
point out to him that it was ridiculous to put slang words and expressions between quotation 
marks, for that prevents them from entering the language.”) You cannot take letters for granted 
in a social field scavenged by national and governmental control. When one country conquers 
another they change currency, symbols, flags, names, and letters. According to Rammellzee’s 
theory apocalypses of national, cultural, and cosmic scale happen because of misappropriations 
of knowledge, the basic fundamental unit of which is the letter, without which we cannot have 
government, language, talk, or social system, and hence cannot have war. Space is not yet so 


overclaimed. 


Rammellzee is having an all-out rampage against the tricknowledged infinity sign. Since it can 
manifest itself as a circle twisted or a Moebius strip, as well as a time dial, or the letter symbol or 


the Van Allen belt, there are several dimensions in which the sign can be destroyed. 


“A lot of people forgot about the Van Allen belt.” A few years ago there was a threat against it and 
they pulled spray cans out of circulation because of the information that they endangered the 
ozone layer and the Van Allen belt would refract back the polluted ozone and make biochemical 
structures mutant. The Van Allen belt particles can come right down and the cover of darkness 


can become absolute. “It was titled wrong, because it is just plain old energy holding life and 


death and protecting light on this planet. That is indeed God, heaven and hell and purgatory, any 
way one puts it. it is the very battery power that starts this disease culture or machine rolled into 
one. I’m just a little disease machinery working from electromagnetic energy in minute particles 
of knowledge. That’s only the energy in your body manipulating you, and when the energy field 
of the body malfunctions [death], it leads in that step right back to the Van Allen belt. 
Electromagnetic-knowledge particles come around and go around and recreate life and protect 
life. And no disease culture called human beings can control the belt, because it controls life and 
death. It goes around, from the past to the future, gaining or going back in knowledge, covering 
your trail, depending on the situation where you are living. How do you know time doesn’t go 
around and come around like the infinity sign does? How do you know time don’t start when I 
rammed it, and go all of the way round to hieroglyphics, then back to the simple constructions of 
letters, how do you know this is not from the future? Time still doesn’t connect. Nobody knows if 
the universe can stop. They can't prove it by math because all they ever get is zero. Zero. Zero. 
The infinity sign with the fusion symbol [ X ] in its middle has been wrongly titled Christian [ + ] 
and thus it has to be assassinated or the X has to be removed. The infinity sign is a 
mathematical, scientific, military symbol. It is the highest symbol that we have and you know 
there isn’t even a key on the typewriter for it.” (Genet: . . . “Religions imprison us in a universe as 
limited as a prison... ”) “The letter has one purpose now, it has started to asphyxiate because it 
wants to know why there is a Christian title on the military mathematical symbol. It’s armored 
itself and is about to fire on the title that is unjust.” (Genet: “The physical or metaphysical sky is 
not the ceiling. The sky of religions is a ceiling. It ends the world. It is ceiling and screen, since, 


escaping from my heart, the aspirations are not lost.”) 


“Tkonoklast’ means symbol destroyer, it’s a very very high word militarily, because the two K’s 
are the only two letters that can assassinate the infinity sign, remove the X. The C’s can’t do it 


because that’s a cipher, and it’s broken, incomplete. Why did they take out the K’s and put in two 


C’s? The word is incomplete now, it won’t work. We don’t bother any unarmored symbol, let them 
go about their business, the letter is just against one symbol that has been tricknowledged, that 
is the fusion symbol in the infinity sign. And that is the only symbol that it is after.” 


Four-D is the high-velocity dimension of the tank. This is a directed black light. It will be like a 
cigar flying through the air, a solid black beam, and it will eat up everything in its path and put it 
in a black void, like a vacuum cleaner. A void is the focus of the infinity sign which is the Van 


Allen belt, which is where we are, in the dark. 


You cannot always start the world from scratch or buy a missing part which burned out. You may 
have to come up with some device, a solution instead. Rammellzee imagineers. “You calculate, 
you put risk into what you're doing, you calculate your scheme, your dime in your crime, you do 
what you got to do, and when you get to where you got to go, the mathematics will show your 
summation operator, the result. I want to know what’s what’s what’s what’s what’s and what's 
what. We have to put my pamphlet into a computer and put the dictionary and the Bible in there. 
The old Bible, the first testament, the first dictionary, no other dictionary is like it, put it in the 
computer and say: write it again, write it the right way, according to the math in the pamphlet 
on the knowledge of infinity and the series of universal registers, and recompute. When you 
recompute you'll get a whole new dictionary and every word formation will be correct to the 
phonetic sound formation. A might change, D might change, but you can never change the 


structure because the structure is universal; letters they hove their armor. 


“We are in technology now, based on the Van Allen belt’s knowledge, going around regambling 
and regambling until the dice roll (up). I'll break down the Bible. I’ll break down my own name. 


I'll break down the atom bomb. I'll make it tell us what the word atom means and if it’s correct. 


“All computers know the knowledge of the square. We don’t know it, so we don’t know that they 
know it, but I know that they know the knowledge of the square, know the knowledge of the 


triangle, know the knowledge of the cipher, the sphere, they know the degrees. We had to go the 
long way around by sticking to nature. If we hadn’t worked on the bird to make the airplane, we 
could have worked on the triangle to make an airplane. There would have been a jet before the 
airplane was invented and we would have been supersonic four hundred years ago. We made a 


triangle, that’s what the T is based on. It’s still got a little bit of that bird in it.” 


The main meaning of the dictionary is its power of definition. If I can define you I have power 


over you. 


“I cannot cut the umbilical cord because I do not have the funds to put real rocket engines in 
magnetic drive or whatever to put it out there. That I cannot do. But I can plug the knowledge 
into the wall to make it work. It’s a lot of power. When man learns how to turn his eyes into 
reflecting light, he’ll make his eyes into weapons. He has to learn that first, just as he has to 
learn all about what is known as a reputer and stop calling it a computer. Because a computer is 
what man’s built to service him. A reputer is what man is. When we make a computer 
biochemical, that computer will be a reputer. That knowledge is not from this planet—that 
knowledge is from space. That’s why I say, don’t come all the way down to the planet, don’t take 
your space map all the way to the land, because I’m coming up. I’m not going to stay on land. If 
you look as for as you can look on a clear, starry night, space is black. And that is the biggest 
baddest wall out there. The Gods sure enough say it; they are talking and speaking in high 
supreme mathematics. They think moonshine is a tricknowledgy. Brother, the reading is over. 
What if the letter had a representative and it said all of a sudden, homeboys, I’m not gonna let 


you all use my letters any more.” 


Riddles express true facts under impossible combinations. A riddle can be expressed in 


metaphors as jargon can be expressed in words. Because they’re outside the current idiom, they 


give distinction to style. The command of metaphor is the mark of genius, for he who can make 


good metaphors implies an eye for resemblances. 


“Tkonoklast is when you are a symbol destroyer. Turning words around and saying them 
backwards and doing rhymes to them, most people don’t know that a rhyme is just like a song. 
The only difference is in the song you use your voice in a pretty way and with rhyme you just say 
it, you talk it, you may give a little technology to it, a little saying to it, a little echo to it. 
Everything is a remanipulation, ain’t nothing created. Everything is taken from here, taken from 
there, ideas sprayed, skipped, dipped, dyed, you know, it’s all been redone. We shorten the word, 
we take the letters away from the word, and we just bust it down, we do slang, you don’t talk to 
the girls on that, you don’t get the party to scream and jump, you do what you're supposed to do 
and if any one breaks, the piece best be ready. That’s what we talk about. 


“I’m going to finish the war. I’m going to assassinate the infinity sign. You have the gladiators, 
the freestyle dancers, warring on the ground, you have the graffiti writers warring in the air or 
in space. Since it’s underground it’s underground, but they’re still floating in the air because they 
are tanks that can fly, they’re armored, the Panzer can fly, move, and shoot missiles. You have 
the translators, the ins, the MCs. The DJs make the sounds of the pistons inside the graffiti 
element, or the tank. Their sound is the perfect tuning of the engines, the engines in the tank 


that go bambambam. That is beat culture.” 


Rammellzee on the making of Beat Bop, interview by egotripland.com, 1999 


In December 1999, we visited Rammellzee at his Tribeca home/studio—an industrial loft space 
famously christened the Battle Station. Our mission: to interview the legendary emcee/graffiti 
writer/artist/sculptor/philosopher-theorist about the making of Beat Bop — his classic 1983 collaborative 
single with fellow writer/emcee K-Rob and the song’s producer, street art icon, Jean-Michel Basquiat. 
Given its participants, Beat Bop is a recording with mystique virtually encoded in its DNA. Highly 
collectable in its elusive original Tartown Records’ incarnation thanks to Basquiat’s unmistakable work on 
its picture sleeve, the 10-minute masterpiece’s trippy, reverb-bathed post-punk funk—unforgettably 
punctuated by Rammel’s mutant nasal rhyme forays (or “gangster duck” style)—epitomized the 
experimental ethos of early ’80s downtown New York. A time when hip-hop’s dissemination from the 
Bronx across neighborhoods, train lines, boroughs and well beyond put the world on notice: shit was 
about to change in irrefutable ways. 

We'd licensed Beat Bop for a compilation album we were in the process of putting together, ego 
trip’s The Big Playback (Rawkus, 2000). So our visit to the Battle Station—a feast for the senses that even 
the first-hand descriptions of frequent Station guest, and our visitation liaison, Dave Tompkins, couldn’t 
adequately prepare us for—was predicated on celebrating the song. But Rammel kept it mad real with us, 
to say the least. Not only did he categorically dismiss Beat Bop’s artistic merits and eventual influence on 
acts like Cypress Hill and the Beastie Boys (though he’d grudgingly waver at different points in the 
conversation), but his memories of creating it were generally less than romantic. Equally thorny were his 
recollections of Basquiat—whom he relegated to the role of agent or puppet of “the light dwellers” (his 
term for privileged dictators of culture). Obviously, theirs was a more complicated relationship than we'd 
anticipated. 

Of course, it was all completely fascinating. (“I feel like I’ve been to see the Fisher King,” a wide- 
eyed Brent Rollins mumbled afterwards as we dazedly walked out of Rammel’s and out onto Laight Street, 
the Holland Tunnel’s neighboring exit spitting out an endless flow of Jersey-fleeing vehicles.) 
Unfortunately, space limitations prevented us from using the interview for the liner notes to The Big 


Playback. The project ran its course, the interview tape eventually stowed away. 


Time since has flown. The two-year anniversary of Rammellzee’s passing arrives this June. Currently on 
exhibit in NYC are his famed “Letter Racer” sculptures—the physical manifestation of his theory of 
Ikonoklastic Panzerism, in which the alphabet is re-envisioned as wheeled weapons in the war against 
expressive oppression. What better time than now to dig back into the vaults. Here, presented for the first 
time, is our Q&A with Rammellzee, as well as a few snapshots taken during our visit. Taken as a 
companion to pieces like “Eat a Planet and Go On To the Next One’—Tompkins’ fascinating, exceedingly 
thorough Rammellzee chapter from his book, How To Wreck a Nice Beach—we hope it provides another 


glimpse of insight into the history of one of hip-hop’s true originals. Rammellzee—RIP. Rock on. 


What are your recollections about the whole process of making Beat Bop? How did you meet Jean-Michel 
Basquiat? 

Rammellzee: Jean-Michel wanted to do a rap song because rap was coming into power at the time and 
that was one of the things besides writing on the trains that he didn’t know how to do. He didn’t know 
how to do wild style or a true burner like some of these things in here [points around room]. And I was 


brung into the city by Fab 5 Freddy to interrogate this guy. 


And the basis of the interrogation was...? 

Rammellzee: What he knew about art. Why was he in the power play position? And to tell him: you need 
to leave this shit alone and let the real troopers who did do something on the trains get past you and 
Keith Haring and let these fools know there’s an ikonoklastic war about to happen... 

During the process of interrogation I had made a bet with him: I can do what you can do, you can’t do 


what I can do. He had brought three canvases, set ‘em up and got me the paint in the basement of Annina 


Nosei’s gallery, which was his first gallery [exhibition in] like 1982. And in the basement he decided to let 
me paint these canvases, and Annina Nosei sold all three at his price. My prices where nowhere near his 
because he was going off and selling well. She came into the gallery and she told him, “I sold three of your 
best artworks.” I said, “Give me my money!” [Jaughs] “Now you gotta do what I do!” He never did what I 


could do. He switched from trying to do [burners and wild style] and went to do the song. 


Was that resentment towards the likes of Basquiat and Haring pretty much a common thing amongst the 
writers who wrote on trains at the time? 
Rammellzee: A lot of writers just didn’t appreciate that that graffiti was overtaking what we were doing— 
the burner or wild style—and the light dwellers just didn’t like that we came up with sophisticated 
explanations [for what we were doing]. When [the establishment] said “graffiti’—[they believed that] you 
can’t have a sophisticated explanation [for it]: “Don’t come up with any theorems, and please don’t 
outshine anybody we wanna maintain our lies with.” And that’s what Jean-Michel was—he was a 
maintainer of lies. Even in music. He lied, he didn’t do shit. But give the money [to make Beat Bop]. Lies. 
LIES. LIES! [laughs] I get to have some fun too... 

So [when it came time to do Beat Bop] me and K-Rob came in there [to the studio]. [Basquiat] had 
a whole pamphlet of this stuff written about girls. And I said, “I’m not rhyming to this!” I put it down. He 
picked it up and gave it to me, so I crushed it and put it down! And I told K-Rob: “I’ma play pimp on the 
corner, you play little kid coming home from school.” And that’s how [the lyrics] worked, and that’s how it 
sounds: somebody walking home all sad and upset about how school treating him, bullies picking on him, 
drug dealers wanting to recruit him. And all of a sudden I started rhyming about what pimp style would 


be at the time. Jean-Michel had to sit down and rock in his chair and take it! [Jaughs] 


K-Rob was somebody you knew from the writing world? 

Rammellzee: We was all writers. K-Rob was from the Bronx up in Mitchell Projects and I was from Far 
Rockaway [Queens] coming in with A-1 and Dondi and Fab 5 Freddy and stuff. 

What else do you recall about the actual session? 

Rammelizee: [Basquiat] didn’t even make that beat, man. That was made by one of his friends 
[percussionist and fellow writer, Al Diaz]... some dude made the beat and was playing the bongos that day. 
I remember the bongos and a little bit of drums, and I heard some type of other instrument I still don’t 
know what it is. But [Basquiat] only put up the money. He only put up the money. [Basquiat] wanted to 
rhyme too. And when he went to go pick up the mic we all started laughing and he went back over there 


and sat down and started rocking [in his chair] again. That’s what pissed him off the most. That [what we 


were doing] was workin’. What were [K-Rob and I] there for, just to be sittin’ there listening to someone 
talkin’ a lot of shit while they not saying anything? I consider that to be a waste of my time.* 

[* Al Diaz’s recollection, as interviewed by Dave Tompkins in How To Wreck a Nice Beach: “Jean was 
involved with the process... It wasn’t like he was just doing lines and writing checks... K-Rob was kind of 
on this good-boy trip. Saying, ‘Your mind can’t function,’ ‘Waiting at home for Mr. Right,’ and then 
Rammel’s going on about cocaine. It was some sinister shit. The session was fairly controlled. There was a 
lot of cocaine, but we were focused.”| 

How was your relationship with Basquiat? 

Rammoelizee: The first year [the song] came out that’s when me and him got into a damn fight. He came 
into [art critic Edit DeAk’s] house, where I was staying. And pulled out of his pocket $7,000, or it looked 
like it. It was a big fat roll of money. I said, “I’m not interested in money, I’m interested in science.” This 
motherfucker threw a punch and I caught that shit and kissed it and backhanded him right in his fuckin’ 
head. He got up the floor and wanted to fight. And the critic, Edit DeAk, had to stop this fool from coming 
after me. Because I was talking science and he didn’t wanna hear nothing about it. 

We sit down with this fool [Basquiat] at a meeting. And we started talking about the record. The 
second that the critic starts talking [Basquiat] shuts up. He’s got nothin’ else to say. Why? Because Jean- 
Michel only wanted drugs, sex, and rock r’ roll. He didn’t have no science. He didn’t know what to talk to 
no critics and if he wanted to talk he didn’t have enough to say. When I talk everybody tells me to be 
quiet. [laughs] Do you know why? Because I have information that comes to you either from [science], or 
it’s from something that comes from other people — from my peer group. Whether it came down to rap 
music, hip-hop music—which is slightly different, or whether it comes to break dancing. 

After the fight and everything like that then everybody tried to say I was his friend. Why did I get 
in a fight with my friend? You don’t wanna be around somebody that thinks they know it all because these 
fool light dwellers is giving you money. You know? Because that’s what they were. They were giving 
[Basquiat] a lot of money to keep a certain art-form that I considered to be graffiti, abstract painting. 
Where it deals with letters on the side, cross out this over there. That’s graffiti to me. Because what I do is 
the burner. An aerodynamic aeronautical system of the letter flying on a rolling page in a wind tunnel 


known as the transit system. And that’s all that happens. A letter moves backwards with its own wings, it 


gained the wheels off the bottom of the train. And the page became a car with a year number on it. And 
the gallery was rollin’. Nobody liked to hear that because it was too well put together. They want you to be 
abstract and sit there and say nothing. He told me to shut up all the time. 

They still doin’ it today. My own girlfriend still tell me to shut up now. Don’t want me to say 
nothin’. Why? [/Jaughs] What did I do wrong? I don't know either. 


Well, whether or not you yourself like the song it has influenced a lot of people. 


Rammellzee: HOW?!? 


People always point to how different lyrics from Beat Bop have been sampled by the Beastie Boys or 
Cypress Hill. Your style—how’d you call it? 

Rammoelizee: The gangster duck, Barshaw. This dude right here [Rammell points to one of his masks 
representing that character's voice]. The purple duck right there with the teeth and the hat. That was the 
voice for [Beat Bop]. As I was making each one of these costumes I was developing characters. And they 
didn’t want you to do that either. They wanted you just to have a straight face. Wear the baggy clothes, or 
the tight leather clothes at the time. And talk either about girls or crime. Well, I can do that. But you can’t 
just keep doing that because... Ramm, youre developing your own mythology, here. You have to talk about 
[subjects] like what I talked about on the last record [I did] — about the horrors. And they simply didn’t 
understand. Lots of people didn’t understand that you could make masks and act out or portray 
something. When they’re coming up with this reference of gangsterism, you gotta show your face. Don’t 
wear a mask, what are you hiding? Well, I was hiding one personality to develop another personality or 


persona. And now I ended up with seventeen of ‘em. 


Do you wear a mask while you are in the recording studio? 
Rammellzee: No. People do know what I look like, but we try to keep it down to a minimum. The audience 


is who we don’t want to know. The people like ourselves—you guys can come meet me anytime you want. 


But when you perform... 

Rammellzee: It has to be with that on. And they don’t want you to do that. They want you to come out 
straight. And I said, I got horror written in my mind. I’m a come out there—like [when I performed] with 
Bambaataa—I wore [the costume of] Chaser the Eraser. He’s a maitre d’ according to the mythology. So 
the rhymes [I was dropping] was talking about brain foods. Body parts. It’s still hip-hop oriented. It’s still 
rap as rap can possibly be. But you know they still want you to take it off. They want you to be normal— 
how you say... part of the populace. Commonality. And I’ve got other things to do besides be a part of the 


populace. 


Rammellzee at Gallozzi-LaPlaca Gallery/Stellweg-Séguy Gallery 


Reviewed by Stuart Morgan, Artforum, February 1985 


Ralph Waldo Emerson considered hieroglyphs, Ezra Pound went back to pictograms, William 
Burroughs rethought collage. Periodically, theorists have proclaimed their dissatisfaction with tainted 
language, dreaming instead of an ideal storm of communication that would heal the breach between 
visual and verbal. Perhaps the myth is indivisible from the entire project of American Modernism: to 
locate a concept of the avant-garde within the myth of the Fall, promoting a fiction of the embattled 
artist as Adamic exile. Restoring the communication system of a supposed prelapsarian age underlies 
Rammellzee’s thinking also. He traces the tribulations of “the letter” back to 1582, when bishops finally 
stopped monks from practicing calligraphy, and before that to ninth-century Constantinople and its 
iconoclasts. Because language has taken control, he says, order can be wrested back only by restoring the 
freedom the letter possessed in a time when it leant toward pure abstraction. In New York that process 
has already begun; the monks preserved the letter by consigning it to Hell, so it led a truly underground 
existence for centuries before its rediscovery by subway graffiti writers, who now form themselves into 
sects in order to guard its power. 

Rammellzee is a master writer, the recently appointed head of the Death Squad, a writing gang 
based in the Bronx. In the “style wars” between rival groups his position is clear: he believes that an early 
period of emotional spraying is at an end, and that an era of consolidation is under way. By theory and 
example he teaches a “corrected” Wild Style, devising variants in rich profusion—Gothic Futurism, 
Ikonoklast Panzerism, Future Futurism, Ransom Note, Bands of Steel, Luxturnomere. The impetus is 
rather, perhaps, the advantages to be derived from the sheer momentum of change than anything else. 
(More of an attitude than a single style, Ikonoklast Panzerism assumes the equivalent role of post- 
Modernism in the artist’s work, embracing his subsequent decisions.) So dense that they are almost 
unreadable, Rammellzee’s treatises on style and language provide no easy route to his theorizing; they 
combine Charles Fourier-like counting mania with references to mathematics and quantum mechanics, 
apparently taking it for granted that any rule can be altered at any time, even by its own inventor. The 


heart of Rammellzee’s work is action and talk, its motive derived from the head-on confrontation 


between a rich Shakespearean looseness of expression and the rigors of the dictionary. Assuming the 
entire order of things to be misguided because of the adventures of the letter, Rammellzee must use both. 
Arunning motif is his desire to crack closed systems such as games and definitions, to operate outside 
them. They litter his thought, drifting stranded and empty in some other, lesser dimension. 

“Regicide,” “iconoclasm,’ “mordent” (a grace note in music), “Kill,” “English,” “homicide,” “-ide,’ 
“suicide.” Trapped under resin, framed in a shallow box, are dictionary pages with single words ringed in 
blue. Death, accident, premeditation, language, music, puns on “death” and “biting” (the Italian root of 
“mordent”), beauty and pain, appropriation and stealth. ... Ransom Note “Homicide to Regicide; The 
Attack of the Bomber’s Dark Lance Corridors” is a frozen collage in red and gold, the colors of heraldry. 
Rammellzee’s constructions relate more to his assumed personas as nobleman and lawgiver, sorcerer and 
assassin, than to autobiography proper. Hardened resin, sometimes buckling and cracking, contains plans 
and objects, cut paper, and floating color, and over as well as through it is his faultless, near-oriental 
calligraphy. The frames are part of the works too, and three-dimensional objects protrude from the resin. 

Whether Rammellzee’s art relates to his philosophy as a sport or as a repository of knowledge, it 
is meant for a divided audience. Locked doors, boxes within other boxes, even secret works hidden behind 
more public ones—all acknowledge the problem. Gazing into the depths of a sculpture we discover the 
face of the artist gazing back, omniscient but elusive, a confidence man with a sinister turn of phrase and 
a penchant for masquerade. His art is double-headed, both sordid and exquisite, blatant and yet elitist. 
For Rammellzee, plotting the overthrow of a culture he despises demands the formation of an avant- 
garde in its original sense. After planning to armor the letter, he now plans to protect certain sequences 
of musical notes; and the Luxturnomere style broaches problems Paul Klee and Wassily Kandinsky faced, 
of the relation of music to abstract art. Like teaching aids for disciples, the boxes that make up The Nine 
Cases of Assassination open to reveal collages demonstrating the artist’s nine main letter styles, each 
suggesting a different audience for that style, while those in The Private Collection of the Magistrate 
operate like triptychs, opening to display the letters of the word “magistrate,” surrounded by whirling 
planets and explosions in space, somewhere beyond human control or measurement. Fantasies that could 
irritate every one of his nine audiences, these are clandestine dreams of the outer limits of a law-giver’s 


main metaphor: cultural revolution expressed in terms of military strategy. “There is no word radical 


there is no word ratio,” Rammellzee writes near the end of his Treatise on the Luxturnomere, maybe only 
half persuaded. 

The hardest fights to win are fights against invisible, accepted forces. Emerson, Pound, 
Burroughs are poets, not simply scholars with linguistic axes to grind. The imaginative leaps in 
Rammellzee’s theories make them nonsensical, and it is easy to imagine the accusations of irrelevance 
leveled at him by people tolerant of Emerson’s Over-Soul or Pound’s economics or Burroughs’ fantasies of 
men giving birth to children. The disturbing thing is that Rammellzee seems to know this, and to need no 
defense. “Everything cometh to he who waiteth,” reads a quotation on a piece of paper embedded in one 
of his pieces. Being dismissed by an audience whose concept of “sense” he opposes will never hurt him. He 


knows more than they do, and will watch and wait. 


Text by Edith DeAk from the catalogue Rammellzee The Equation 


Galleria Lidia Carrieri, Roma, 1987. 


In the early seventies, when graffiti (so labelled by the society but not by the writers themselves) first 
came to attention as a cultural event, it was received badly if at all, in America. The consensus being that 
graffiti was ugly and offensive; it was treated as an illegal activity, a by-product of teenage gangsterism, 
punishable by a jail sentence if caught. Europe was more enthusiastic but acceptance at best was on the 
level of graffiti as ethnic folk art. When I met Phase II in 1973 he belonged to a group called United Graffiti 
Writers. This was a collective of artists who, I guess, got too old to work on the subways and collectively 
they raised their consciousness to be artists in the art world. 

Painting on canvases, trying not to "hit" (putting your mark on a surface, be it train, wall etc. 
whereby appropriating it) had become a sort of catechism for them. I remember Phase II, one of the most 
respected masters of this group, repeating diligently their new slogan but, at the same time he was 
covering the table, the chair, anything in his reach, with his tag. Nothing could stay his reflex to hit, in 
some sense there was an internal contradiction to their philosophy (which at this point was embryonic, 
vis-a-vis the art world). By their sole acceptance of canvas as the only surface to work on, they were 
digging their own grave because by extention that meant that anything else was defacement. Nobody 
really scrutinized their stance, and in general this first try to enter the art world was short-lived. 

Stylistically, lyrical abstraction was the rage of the moment and the graffiti works were not so far 
from it when one thinks of graffiti’s vaporous, almost abstract, vividly colored beautiful letters. The 
mainstream culture was still very strong and wouldn't accept anything from the "fringe" contrary to what 
happened in 1980, when the center of the culture was in the clubs rather than in the galleries. In fact the 
second coming of graffiti artists in the art world, was through the clubs and the night-life. 

An interesting parallel of attitudes and aspirations was forming between the white downtown 
scene and the black uptown scene. Downtown the club CBJB’s throbbed with the pulsating beat of the 
raw-rock, the kids were taking rock ’v roll away from its commercialized development and wanted to 
make it as original as in the old days. Meanwhile, at the Black Door, uptown, the nest of break dancing 


and hip hop music, they were taking disco away from its commercialized state and reclaiming it. 


This full blown culture of music, dance and visuals was how the graffiti artists entered and joined 
the New Wave scene. Where the graffiti artists were now become the chiciest environment for the white 
art world; they had the best music, the best parties, the fastest art and the most intense energy. It was a 
period of mutual high which truly merged the young artists coming from art school, like Keith Haring 
and Sharf; the New Wave artists coming from the clubs, like J.M. Basquiat and the graffiti artists 
ascending from the subway like Phase I] and Rammellzee. 

The whole movement which included artists with different styles and backgrounds was called 
Graffiti and this created the most unique phenomenon in the history of art; there had never been a period 
where twenty years old artists where working professionally and, in fact, as the core of the art scene. 
Graffiti was almost like the legitimization of the teenage world. There was a show at Sidney Janis gallery 
which tried to push the pop aspect of graffiti, and there were other group shows like this which tried to 
make graffiti live on as a movement and to market it. 

But most people bought these paintings as ethnic souvenirs, and in turn the young graffitists being 
offered 100 or 10.000 dollars for something that they used to be sent to jail for, was funny and good to 
believe, too. 

The big responsibility of the official culture towards this historical moment of art, where 
everything seems to work magically, is the denial to the kids of the subway, of that attention and 
guidance which any student coming from the art school normally receives. A lot of them fell by the 
wayside, not being able to make the transition from one cultural system in which they were masters 
already, to another where they still had everything to conquer. It’s particularly sad to see how vain was 
the conscious effort that the graffiti artists made to accommodate their work to the new public. 

Dondi, for instance, dedicated two years of his work to introduce the world underground to the 
new art public. Rammellzee appeared like a comet. Like an oracle, a messianic machine of theory, he 
regurgitated the gothic experience and the knowledge of the letter; his word was the summation of this 
underground culture. 

Around the eighties one could make the map of the new art, with four cardinal directions, being 
the four different new manifestation of image. One of these was Transavanguardia, another one is what I 


call the American media-imagists, their backround is Cal-Arts/Metro Pictures. A third direction, known 


as Colab and joined by other groups like Grand Gangsterism, was very neglected by the art world but it 
influenced the urban reality through handmade fliers for music and films events, and square shows. The 
fourth direction is Graffiti as it has developed by 1980 where the letter in fact became an image almost 
loosing its legible quality and became a pictorial entity. 

When you refer to graffiti as an anthropological phenomenon, I think one should distinguish the 
specific artist from the phenomenon in general. The subways are an uncomparable urban reality, they are 
like the veins of the city and the trains are like tropes, metro-tropes; it’s very gothic. Graffiti art expresses 
the interracial sense of New York and this is what I call pan-cultural reality. There is a very sensitive issue 
which is an overt cultural racism and the task of art should be to help the coexistence of different 
cultures. Some of the Trans-avanguardia artists like Clemente, make this pan-cultural problem central to 
their work. From which culture’s point of view is an artist ethical? The artist himself is the moral unit, the 
screen to judge what is right. 

As among the Transavanguardia artists it is expecially Clemente who deals with this pan- 
culturally ethical correct image, among the graffiti artists it is Rammellzee who deals with the correct 
heritage of slanguage as multi-tongue and the correct disinheritage of language as national. The entrance 
of the graffiti artists into the gallery world was a fiasco because of the existence of this cultural racism. 

Of the triumvirate Keith Haring, Basquiat and Rammellzee, only Rammellzee really worked on 
the trains and from this experience he distilled the science of the letter. J.M. Basquiat was the first black 
boy to be successful and powerful, this is the reason of his fame among the graffitists; his presence gave 
prestige to the others but music was what really bound them. In fact he had nothing to do with the 
graffiti of the subway and he has always fought this label, and on the other hand, in Rammellzee’s theory 
there is no room for Basquiat’s work. 

Keith Haring certainly didn’t come from the subway. He went there influenced by the enthusiasm 
of the young graffitists and intrigued by the speed of their work and by the graphic and pictorial strength 
of their tags. Haring never worked on the trains and as an art student he used the rectangular spaces 
made for advertisements. In fact, while for the graffitists the noise, the speed and the millions of people 
seeing their statements was the futurist dream, Haring learned and used the incredibile sense of 


communicability of the work made in the subway. 


There was a filmic aspect in Haring’s series of drawings, they were scattered around in different 
spaces, like a story board, each overlooking a different location and when Haring moved back into the 
gallery he transferred, very intelligently, this idea of found space. Beyond all this, the difference between 
Haring and Rammellzee is that to the constant, according to which Haring’s work develops, there is the 
contraposition of Rammellzee’s dynamic idea of his work. At the time of his entrance to the art world 
Rammellzee said to me: “I’m not an artist, Rammellzee is an equation, and I come in the art scene as a 
gangster”. But as a gangster he gave more than he took. 

Rammellzee doesn’t steal from the art world, in fact he doesn’t approve of it; he uses as his 
vantage point the superstructure. Rammellzee is the chevalier of art, he is like the dandy of the armed 
letter. In slang, “to take out” is the call to battle and Rammellzee wants to “take out” artists like Basquiat, 
Clemente, Schnabel not personally but their art and what they represent. Rammellzee doesn't want to get 
violent with specific personalities; his language is infused with military metaphors. It is the armed letter 
which fights with other armed symbols, it’s a war of symbols. Rammellzee keeps being labeled as 
graffitist, although he is also isolated from the other “writers”. Rammellzee has been making Gothic 
Futurism, Ikonoklast Panzerism, Thagism but he keeps being called graffitist and the writers themselves 
never accepted such a definition. His music notes, atomic notes, lazer sculptures and out-door sculptures 
energized by the wind, can’t be considered as a development of the complex language of the subway 
period. I think that beyond all this there is the fear of accepting the projections of Rammellzee’s fantastic 
world, even though Rammellzee claims it as ancient as the letter. 

Anyway, I wanted to tell you when we talked about the other artists in New York who Rammellzee 
is against that Schnabel makes me think of a toxic monster from a Japanese movie, feeding on our 
bourgeois past, our toxic materialism mythified. Schnabel is the past for me, Rammellzee is the new and 
the future. Besides being an artist, Rammellzee is also a theoretician and this prolonged the interest for 
graffiti in the West-Broadway and on the other hand he drove the semanticians crazy. 

In 1980 Rammellzee said to a fellow black boy: “The government uses language to control us, but 
if we own the letter, we are the masters of our own destiny”. The graffitists’ work in the subways has 
developed from the tags to the letter in order to transform its structure so that the government could no 


longer know it. But there is another side to this issue of owning the letter, because the culture of the 


letter as we know it is also being made antiquated by the computer culture; in a way, the letter lost much 
of its function, was liberated from the past and even from the future and it is allowed to enter a pictorial 
reality. The sculpture that Rammellzee made in Martina Franca (METTROPOSTTERSIZER—EPILOGUE 

FUTURISM THE WEATHER VAINER 720 Z), goes even beyond that and the letter-cum-machine enters the 


realm of infinite dimension. 


RAMM:ELL:ZEE interviewed by SLAMXHYPE, August 2006 


How did it all begin? How did you end up involved in the graffiti world, and how about the music? When 
and why did it all begin? 

IT ALL BEGAN FROM ME LOOKING OUT OF AN 11TH STORY APARTMENT WINDOW I LIVED IN KNOWN 
AS GASTION AVENUE ON 67TH STREET, FAR ROCKAWAY, QUEENS. I SAW PEOPLE LIKE PHASE 2, NI, BY, 
PEANUT 2, VINNY, IZ THE WIZ, JESTER & MOVIN. ABOUT 1974. SO I DECIDED TO START TO DO IT SINCE 
I KNEW WHERE THE TRAINS WERE IN THE ROCKAWAYS. 


Music or art? Which inspires you the most? 

NEITHER ONE. ARCHITECTURE DOES. THE GOTHICS. I WOULD RIDE THE TRAINS TO CLARA BARTON’S 
IN BROOKLYN NEAR PROSPECT HEIGHTS & BOTANICAL GARDENS ON MY WAY FROM CUTTING 
SCHOOL, I WOULD CUT-OUT & TAKE D TRAIN & I WOULD HEAR A GUY NAMED DYNAMITE D ON THE 
MICROPHONE AS A CONDUCTOR OPENING & CLOSING THE DOORS. I DID NOT CALL THAT INSPIRATION 
BECAUSE I ALREADY KNEW HOW TO RHYME. I WAS JUST STUDYING THE DIFFERENT ROLLING PAGES 
ON THE TRANSIT SYSTEM. I CALL THEM ROLLING PAGES, THEY CALL THEM SNAKES. 


You were writing at an era very much at the forefront of graffiti, what writers did you admire the most 
during this time? 

I JUST SAID THAT. THE ONLY OTHERS WOULD BE: GEAR, RENT, ROTO & SNAK. THAT WOULD BE THE 
OUTSIDES. ON THE INSIDES WOULD BE: 0U3 & SONIC002. THEN, OF COURSE, I ADVANCED INTO THE 
HEIRARCHIES & PRESIDENCIES & THEN I ADMIRE LEE & THE FABULOUS 5. IN QUEENS IT WOULD BE 
EX1. 


Now regarded as a great artist, were you, are you, a fan of any other artists past or present? 
FITZGERALD. 


What is Gothic Futurism? Can you explain this...? 
LOOK IT UP IN THE DICTIONARY. TWO SEPARATE WORDS THAT ARE STILL THERE. 


(SLAM: I took the liberty of doing this for you guys... 


Gothic 

Goth-ic, adj. 

Of or relating to the Goths or their language. 

Germanic; Teutonic. 

Of or relating to the Middle Ages; medieval. 

Of or relating to an architectural style prevalent in western Europe from the 12th through the 15th 
century and characterized by pointed arches, rib vaulting, and a developing emphasis on verticality and 
the impression of height. 

Of or relating to an architectural style derived from medieval Gothic. 

Of or relating to painting, sculpture, or other art forms prevalent in northern Europe from the 12th 
through the 15th century. 

Of or relating to a style of fiction that emphasizes the grotesque, mysterious, and desolate. 


gothic Barbarous; crude. 


Futurism 

fu-tur-ism, n. 

A belief that the meaning of life and one’s personal fulfillment lie in the future and not in the present or 
past. 

An artistic movement originating in Italy around 1910 whose aim was to express the energetic, dynamic, 
and violent quality of contemporary life, especially as embodied in the motion and force of modern 


machinery. 
Make of it what you will...) 


What are you thoughts on music as a comparison to art and as a form of art? 

I DON’T LIKE MUSIC. I JUST DO IT BECAUSE IT’S ANOTHER SCULPTURE TO ME. SOLID ROCK, I BREAK 
THINGS OFF, THE SOUND VIBRATES THE SCULPTURE & THEREFORE, I STAND THERE IN THE 
DIFFERENT ASPECTS OF ALPHAS BET. 


We don’t see as much of your work as we perhaps would like to these days, what are you spending your 
time working on? 
THE HIDDEN!! 


How, if you can, can you compare the scene when you were involved musically and artistically, in the 80’s 
and even early 90’s with today? 
NO COMPARISON! ALL HAS RETURNED TO TOO MUCH COMMERCIALISM. 


What do you think about the internet? Do you have any views on how it affects our lines of 
communication today? 

SIMPLY BECAUSE WE ARE HUMAN VIRUSES & ALL CANCEROUS SPECIES BOIL-DOWN TO ZERO. IF WE 
DO NOT HAVE A MIXTURE OF ANOTHER BREED OF RACE THAT CAN IMPOSE ANOTHER UNKNOWN 
GENE, THE HUMAN VIRUS DIES ON THIS PATHETIC & TASTELESS MOLD... END OF SPECIES. 


What’s next for you? 
AS WITH ALL OF US — DEATH!! 


Rammellzee—Underground Inner Thinking 
Lecture at the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 1987 (Collection of the Dutch Graffiti Library) 


How are you people doing out there tonight? My name is Rammellzee. Can I get the first slide, please? 


I want you to understand that, in all equations and formations, those who work like hell will get the job 
done on the transit system. I belong in general to all of the facets and formations of 5000 people known 
as tagmaster killers, the ones who performed the tags on the inside of the trains—or what we call the 
page numbers—where for each transit system car number there was a year number on the outside, like 
1979. This is how the transit system registered their own classification of this information. On the bottom 
you see is what is known as the tag. This tag is a letter R. It is with the cerebral magnetron harpoon. In 


the back you see the harpoon with an arrow and launching dots. 


Can anybody read this bottom letter? Anybody see an R out there? You don't see an R? I don't hear nobody. 
I'll show you. 


Next slide. 


On the trains with these page and car numbers we would know a thing called graffiti. Does this look like 


scribble scrabble to you? 
I don't hear nobody. Thank you. 


Now they call me a graffiti writer, but I am somewhat more highly intelligent than doing something like 
this to the public transit system. This is scribble scrabble. This is also what is known as very fine abstract 
art. On the trains, what we did was interactualization, not abstractualization, abstractualization, 
incentivization of information mode outward. It does not gather, it does not cause information. It's not 
informative. Interactualization is centralization to interact mode. Gathering of information, making the 


water stay in the glass. 


You understand these two definitions of these words? Good, I'm getting some response here, yeah? 


Alright, as you can see, the word formations of logo strategy have been broken up, you see a couple of 
words over here, that make a couple of little pieces of sense, like written on the bathroom wall. But once 
again as a special assassin we can say this to be garbage. Now there are people out there paying a hell of a 
lot of money for this type of garbage. You believe that? How about $60,000? Is that enough? It's not 
enough? (laughs) 


Now this this is what is known as wildstyle. It was used as a camouflage style, on the inside of trains. It 
was a technique invented by Lee [Quinones], Master of Masters, and myself known as the Ikonoklast 
Panzerism Master Killer. You like that, huh? Well for ten years I was a general of 500 people and I have 
sent many people to their deaths—and kept many people alive because of it. Alright. On the top it says 
Tag Master Killer, TMK as a logo abbreviation for logo strategy, the the politics always did consume their 
their messengers with these words. With those harpoons on the first slide that I showed you they would 
shoot down these letters on the inside of the train, and when the next train came out the next morning, if 
your name was shot down with the red harpoon you would lose your presidency or your generalcy. You 


understand what I'm saying? 


Alright, on the bottom was one of my highest titles. It was known as law. I am law on the transit system. I 


am legion's assassin with it. You understand what I'm saying. No, you don't understand what I'm saying? 


You know what a legion is? A legion is anyone who commands any page, paragraph, sentence or line. The 
lines of the transit system I commanded, the IRTs, the INDs, the BMT, all 3500 tracks of them. 


You understand what I'm saying now? No, you with the no over there? 


Alright, now up in the top you got what is known as you will read the law. I am the law and you will read 


me on any trains and you'll be here on the side. 
Next slide. 
Does that look like me? Yes, so I ain't got no joint in my mouth, right? Alright, now this is what is known 


as a bug hit. On the trains are these expressions of thug-ism, which is what this market is known as, it is 


known as thug-ism. We represent a certain classification of Beat Boy style, culture style. There wasn't too 


many white people in this culture, but there was a thing known as drawing a white black man and this 
style right here was known as what he's holding up here is a thug lip or state talk when a person's lips is 
real thick and he talks to you real silent like and he gives you enough. Alright, now if anybody's ever been 
robbed out there then this is what the dude probably look like. 


Alright now on the side, I don't know if any of you guys can read this, but to me this looks like scribble 
scribble over here, don't it? Good, good, well it's not. It's a highly formed art known as sign overture 
technique, with the harpoons on it. It is militarily the unreadable. It is not meant for you, it is simply 
meant for the presidents and the gangsters who wrote on the trains. And there are only seven people in 
all of New York City for ten years who knew how to do it. You understand this. This comes with a lot of 


mathematics too. 
It's a... (laughs) That's alright, word. 


You got to understand that on the Long Island text and the Old Gothic printed press text in designs about 
Gutenberg, that the serifs, and the tariffs, on the letters went to a disappearing point in mathematics 
back in the 14th century. What we did on the trains these days is we took that disappearing point and we 
launched what is known as a direction symbol, somewhat very wavery because it was an emotional 
outburst. This was in 1975. With this period right there we went into a war era. These emotional 
outbursts, where presidents, generals, assassins, wizards, gangsters, thugs and stooges went against each 
other in a total gang war. We would turn the letter into a weapon and launch it at other names to destroy 
the name. Because where we come from we don't know who the President of our country is if we don't 
know his name because we don't know him at all. We only know his name. So if we get rid of his name we 


don't have a president of a country anymore. Do you agree to this? (applause) 


Now with this idea, on the inside of the trains in 1976 the war started. It was through IZ the Wiz [Mike 
Martin] and NBI who was some of the top master blasters. Simultaneously they would take two cans of 
spray paint, two flooded markers on the inside called blood markers for the attack and they would fill it 
with red ink. The red can for the filling of the outside the train. The white can for the signal on the letter 


being in motion forward. 


You understand what I'm saying. Anybody? No? Yeah. Little bit here, a little bit there. I understand. 


Alright now with this car number on the outside of the train, you knew what car and what year the page 


and book was going to be formatted by the transit system. Therefore the war started. 
Next slide. 


This right here was the basis of what is known as the Atomic Note. This is at the basis of the Harpoon, 
and sets a temperature scale for the actual arrow or symbol direction symbol to be launched forward, for 
its own evolution of outline structure. So in the dark, being chased by cops, rats, cats and dogs, and guns 
and the third rail, we wrote on the trains an arrow moving ever so fast that it aerodynamically changed 


into a missile. 


You understand what I'm saying? You know about this? Any designers out there can understand how a 


direction symbol, an arrow, can be changed into a missile? It don't take but 35 more lines. 


This right here, as you can see, the 96 is on the temperature scale of bullet. Up at the top you have the 
appearance of the two neutrons which we called twin blasts. You have quasars, quarks and a temperature 
scale at 20 degrees Fahrenheit. Alright, this right there showing a cold launching or the beginning of the 
cold wars in the transit system. This is the end of 1976. Now we have the trains fully developed, a style 
fully developed. 


Next slide. 


This is the Bands of Steel. This is another one of the market logo strategies. The Bands of Steel is showing 
we were breaking away from this word scribble scrabble, graffiti. That we were coming up with our own 
terminology, as the evolution of the direction symbol, the only symbol that we put on the letter, was 
being shown in mobile to the entire transit system. All the public. This letter, this logo strategy was 
known as Gothic Futurism. Gothic means an architectural structure of aerodynamics and Futurism means 
practice of mechanism. All right now, this is the new terminology. Instead of graffiti, do you agree? 
(laughs) 


Next slide. 


Up in the top you have what is known as Towers of Panzerism. Now in the subway system—anybody down 


here ever been in New York? How many people been in New York? You guys ride the trains too? 


Up in the top up here... Can we get a little bit of clarity on that? Yo, can you clear that field for me man? 
You ain't doing nothing, buddy. Alright, now up in the top what you have is Ikonoklast Panzerism. 


Next slide. 


This right here will be a perfect example of the transit system as it is laid down, down there, this is what 
is known as a map of what was known as Grand Central train station, a couple of years ago. This is where 
I put all my medals and where most of my names are written on the trains to conserve the attitude of 
legions assassin with you. You can't really see this. It's not too clear, I don't understand it. But what it says 
on the walls is Panzer Evolution Griller which makes me the interrogator. And then, as you can see, the 


letters are starting to fly up off the top of the floor. 
Next slide. 


This right here was known as one of my students. His name was A1. He was a very, very sloppy artist. He 
used to smoke a lot of angel dust. You all know what angel dust is. Alright, now this destroyed his little 
mind and this is the perfect portrait of him. That's what he looks like after he smokes four or five bags. 
The letter A that you see over here in the corner, as you can see, there's a brown arrow down there on the 
side, you can see it's very inaccurate. On the transit system this arrow is moving in the wrong direction, 
therefore this name must be shot down. Therefore this letter must be destroyed, and pretty much 
everything else he do is very wrong too. His mind is blowing up about New York City, it's a very emotional 
piece. This is not militant. Ikonoklast Panzerism is very militant. Graffiti on the train we will not allow 


anymore. We will get rid of these things. 


But the transit system allowed these things to overtake the pages of the book, from 1976, to the end, to 
1979 even through our war eras of knocking out all of this type of stuff on the train, the transit system 
decided to take off the beautiful work first and leave this scribble scrabble on the train. Therefore titling 


us out, the best of us, wiping us out. Getting rid of the pure information that there was truly a well 


performed, a well distinctive art down there. But they didn't wanna hear it and they were too scared to 
acknowledge it, with titling us off before we were even into the system of art and its academic society of 
words and plays, allowing us to do nothing else but fiddle faddle around with their little bit of money here 
and there and then get ridding up and keeping the ones who they thought would please the public. 


Do you think this is the right way to run, you know, a government in the art world? Do you like, you 
know, killing little kids? How about you? How you feel about that? I don't hear nothing. 


Next slide. 


This is a Tower of Panzerism up in the top corner. Over here what we have is a Mettroposttersizer. Since 
we could not control the transit waves, we moved into meteorological symbols. We decided to control the 
weather, so we got on the microphone and we started to tear up the atmosphere with the sounds getting 
real loud in the projects and most of the people listening to 12 and 13 speakers, benches high, blasting out 
their moms ears and their grandfather's ears and stuff like that, leaving no trail. And everybody hanging 
around them, very ghettoish, we're break dancing once started around 1979 for the public and it was 
brung above ground. Break dancing was also a very military thing. Before it hit the public eye it was 
shooting with knives and rubber bands and lazers and other things like this, a very pantomime type 
formula, and there was very arguments about it trying to bring it into society. So we learned the way how 


to calm it down and give it to you people so it was more understandable. 


How many people like break dancing. That's all? Ohh man. 


Alright, so now I want to explain something to you. At that point in time, around 1979, this guy 
Rammellzee he decided that he wasn't going to give society what they wanted—the need for canvas or 
graffiti on canvas, or most definitely spray paint on canvas. They didn't want us to do anything else. Just 
spray paint on canvas. I decided to give them what is known as epoxy, resin, in a box so it weighed a lot so 
they couldn't lift it, and it looked like the slide information, where they really couldn't understand the 
possibilities... Now this this glue that I poured into this box would take approximately maybe two hours to 
dry and I could brush out maybe 10 or 15 of these things in a day. Society didn't like that I could do it that 
fast because I was going to take all they money. And I would charge like a high price for these things. 
These things would go for like $11,000 at one time, and then you really appreciate that, because they 


wanted to buy spray paint on canvas. They thought this was the correct way to get the information from 
the artist—and they didn't even really consider us artists. So me making 10 or 12 of these a day and doing 


a lot of drawings, they didn't want those either. 


So with these, you know, designs and these ideas of Gothic Futurism and Ikonoklast Panzerism, all of 
these titles and stuff like that, giving myself an extreme stern position in life, they decided to not buy 
these in the United States, but buy them in this dear country right here. Well, I'm very, very happy for 
your country right here. And most of the drawings were sold in Berlin, and you know this country, also in 
Japan. But the United States would not support the underground art itself. They would support people 
like Keith Haring, Jean Michel, Kenny Shaw. Y'know, George Condo. This is their idea of what we did on 
the train. Now I disagree with that 100%. I hope you guys agree with me. 


Next slide. 


Yo. This right here is once again is another Atomic Note. As you can see, the letter Z is up on top of the Z 
bar, down here on the bottom you have what is known as the proton in pink on the temperature scale. 


The neutron is appearing at temperature #4 in the atmosphere and temperature is 18 degrees Celsius. 


Next slide 


Now, once again, the Bands of Steel. Now this is not spray paint on canvas. This is oil paint on canvas. I 
decided to do this in this country for my dear friend Yaki Kornblit, because he was a good man. The man 
understood what good solid crime was and crime is real important to me. He was a good criminal. He 
knew how to rob a bank, and I robbed this country. Boy, I took it for almost every dime you guys got. 
Word. 


Now with the paintings like this, you can do such a thing and you know they really couldn't understand 
the idea of why, you know, express myself this way. It's because this is the tolerance that we must have. If 
you don't have a certain discipline where you come from and lose it and you get up here and society and 
they trip you and they bust you in your butt, and what you gonna have? No butt and you busted, you have 
nothing right? So with this scorpion, the sounds released by the Bands of Magnus Steel, we have this 


gigantic scorpion coming to cut off all these music notes. And believe me he enjoyed this one real fine 


when he came into my studio in New York. He said, dang. And just walked out the room with it. Didn't 
even tell me he was taking it, but I liked that. See, I can understand that. 


Next slide. 


Alright, once again this is a fresco. This one right here weighs about, I'd say about 400 pounds. It's got the 
plaster in it to, you know, go back to the times when they were doing plaster frescoes and then you got 
the tank up here in the corner which is very, very well camouflaged. It is a letter sigma. Now there's one 
thing I want to point out to you that, in the dark, the Puerto Rican kids and the little black kids and the 
little Italian kids, we're doing Greek letters like this sigma and we were also doing Russian letters and 
Japanese letters, but we don't know how we came to describe or even do this integer structure. We don't 
even know how we got it down there. We little kids, we didn't know nothing. We 9,10, 12, 15 years old. We 
didn't even know how to pull the trigger right on the gun. 


But all we knew is we could get this out there. This information was basically subconscious. The 
armament technique on the letter was also basically subconscious. To do letters that had nothing to do 
with our formal background was subconscious. Therefore that the integer travels through the mind 
shows that there's a picturegram that goes far beyond the conscious level of thinking. This is ikonosize. 
This has nothing to do with the sound that relates to the letter A relating to the sound of letter A. 
Nothing to the picturegram relating to any hieroglyphic channeling, or any picturegramic channeling. It 
has nothing to do with anything. Sound that applies to the letter structure and integers, mechanics 
applied to ultrasonics. You cannot speak your A, your B, your C and if you first of all, if you understand 
alpha beta dropped the A is alphabet. The first trick in tricknology, you understand me? Sorta? I 
understand me sorta too. See all of this is off the top of my head. 


Next slide. 


Alright, once again up at the top we will hold you to an ionic statement. As you can read up at the top 
there's TMK once again in wild style and then you have down at the bottom you have the master killers all 
spelled out for you. As you can see the ionic statement of a picturegram on the word killer is using a 
sword for the letter I. As we keep on going we'll see that it gets into mechanics of androids and other 


mechanical beings. Do these look like weapons to you? 


I can't hear nothing. Yeah, no? 


Alright, well I want you to understand that there are ten years before weapons will even be started. As 
you can see that they are somewhat very jewelry-like. I have made several of these miniaturized to go 
around my neck and they are solid gold, I'm telling you chunk gold, and they have a habit forming of 
being ripped off by many people and I'm glad I made the only one style of them. Now I have everyone else 
making these things in about five years but as you can look in the corners you can see the extension bars 
for maneuverment of the the actual structure of these things like this they can do these formations. 
Everything can do like that. Those letters can unfold and unravel by gears, mechanics in the letters, that 


we put down here in the dark on the trains. 
Next slide. 


As you can see that the bases of these arrow structures are coming out very emotional, from the top of 
this letter. The side of this letter. This is a candy cane style. It's made by Dondi White, very good friend of 
mine. Everything's real cool with this, but as for evolution that doesn't go very far. It only has the 
extension of the arrows. So from the 14th century till now we only have an appearance of something that 
has never been there before. Two basic directions symbol. Over here in the corner you can see he's using 


another character from another style. The most of the interest on the trains were the letter structures. 
That's all for me tonight. I want you all to have a good time. Later. 


(applause) 


MC RAMMELLZEE 
Interviewed by Ed Gill, June 1995 


Introduction 

I was working part time at Mo’ Wax when Rammellzee was flown over to record “Rock On” for James. He 
was eccentric, outspoken and friendly and, being aware of his importance to hip hop culture, I asked if I 
could record an interview with him. He agreed, saying, “That’s what I’m here for right? I’m here to talk.” 
Earlier I had witnessed him in the booth warming up with his ‘Gangster Duck’ vocal technique, which was 
amazing to see and hear. At one point during the day he got hungry and I offered to take him to the 
Burger King near Kings Cross—his preferred meal of choice. He got a Whopper meal and offered to buy 
me one too, but I wasn’t hungry. As we walked I continued to ask him all sorts of questions. I remember 
him saying are that he had to constantly drink high-alcohol-volume lager like Super Tennents, to thin his 
blood due to his prior overexposure working with glue. He spoke of an incident where he went to a drug 
dealer’s house to score and ended up getting shot in the knee. He had an amazing way of combining 
diverse topics, such as seafood and the universe, and was particularly proud of how quickly he could get 


in to one of his costumes: “I can get in to one of my costumes in 45 seconds man!” 


This interview was set up and recorded in the dimly lit studio in the basement of Mo’ Wax by the sound 
engineer, John. We sat on the floor and recorded to a DAT. The interview was originally longer than the 
half hour that is transcribed here, but sadly the master DAT was only ever dubbed on to one side of an 
audio cassette before being misplaced, leaving the interview cut short forever. I lent this solo cassette 
copy to Tim Goldsworthy back in the day and then lost touch with him. Eighteen years on I ran in to Tim 
and was amazed to find he still had the tape, he kindly dubbed it off and sent it over. So here he is, the 


great man himself: MC Rammellzee... 


[Recording starts. ] 


RZ: We aint gonna be here talking for forty-five minutes! 


EG: OK let’s go. Time is 4:37, 28th of June. Talking with Rammellzee here. What’s been the most interesting 
thing that’s happened to you in the last ten years? 

RZ: The development of ‘Ikonoklast Panzerism—fully realised. Where I actually took drawings of, 
incomplete architecture, which were letters—the chassis of the letters A through Z—and turned them 


into tanks for real. 


EG: Tanks? 
RZ: When you design a car, you design a chassis out of clay. What I did was I designed a chassis of a letter 


out of clay, but I put missiles on it, wheels on it, wings on it, and I even shipped it through a wind tunnel. 


EG: Why did you put missiles on it? 

RZ: Because in graffiti in 1990 there was a lecture given, where in the 1970s we would put arrows on those 
letters. We discussed many precedents like Lee, Dondi, you know, people like that. The trains are a big 
book. They are flying through a wind tunnel. Wind is—there’s pressure going backward against any train 
that’s going forward, so you design the wings, or the dream of the wings, or the dream of the arrows, 
becoming more aerodynamic. And when an arrow—a directional symbol, a symbol of direction—turns 
into a missile, youre no longer directing your emotions, and the style changes into a tank from wildstyle, 
or burner. If you know wildstyle, then there’s burner style, which has two or three arrows on it; then 
there’s griller style, which has three or four arrows on each letter; and then there’s wizard style, that has 
four or five, six more arrows. And then they start to lock down. And they start to turn on you. They’re no 
longer direction symbols, just a simple triangle with a rectangle behind it. They start to become more 
architecturally designed, because they have to meet the requirements of the letter’s chassis, as the train 
goes through the tunnel. Now you have a wind tunnel, in front of a whole bunch of little kids who didn’t 
know what a wind tunnel was. And then we started designing letters like it was in a wind tunnel. So now 


you're shipping words as tanks, or spaceships or dragsters, through a wind tunnel. 


EG: Right. 


RZ: And you have a page, each train car. We call it a page because the number at the top of the train car 


could be a page number, like any page in a book. Or it can be a year, which means if it says 1875, you went 
back in time. If it said 1347 you went further back in time, and if it says 2015, to the future. So I came up 
with a statement called ‘Gothic Futurism. Gothic—before Gutenberg’s printed press, right? The 
ornamented manuscripts, illuminated manuscripts. And than Futurism, after Gutenberg’s printed press, 
where you have ornamentation with people, places, and things from the monks. And then you have the 
monks of the subways, and the architects of how to build chassis designs. Which were Al, Bl, Cl, D1, El, Fl, 
Gl, and then we stop. 


EG: And then we stop, right? So you’ve been working on those ideas for ten years or so? 

RZ: No, it’s been sixteen years. I wrote a doctorate for M.LT. because I used to be an injectionist. I used to 
work for oil tankers and I was a glue expert. I knew four hundred different types of glue. I would inject 
them into five-pound screws with a gigantic twenty-foot needle. I would X-ray a screw to see if there was 
a fissure inside the screw; I would develop a certain math to fill that fissure; we would freeze a room this 
size, freeze it, 260 degrees below zero—absolute zero of course—we'd freeze the room and then we'd inject 
this hot glue into it. And you X-ray the screw again to see if it was filled. Then youd fry the room at about 
115 degrees and you put more glue inside the hole and then you X-ray it again to see if it was filled. When 


you screwed it on top of an oil tanker, it prevented static fire. 


EG: Right, I see, for safety. 
RZ: That’s what I used to do. It’s a place called ‘Marine Moisture Control} and we controlled the moisture 
in the screws for the barnacles not to stick to it, and all the other wind and the salt and all the iodine in 


the air and gold and everything that eats away everything. 


EG: Technological work. 


RZ: Except technocrat, I’m a technocrat. 


EG: Let’s jump over a bit. This is going to sound pretty basic but—you used to write graffiti? 


RZ: No. 


EG: You didn’t write graffiti? Not on the trains? 


RZ: No. 
EG: You've been working on it, on your own style, on canvasses and stuff? 


RZ: No, I wrote on the trains but I didn’t write graffiti on trains. 


EG: What did you write on the trains? 

RZ: I wrote ‘Gothic Futurism’ on the trains. The word ‘graffiti’ was given from society to the people who 
were too young to explain themselves. When we read this word in the dictionary we understood it meant 
scribble scrabble. Now how can you have a military? You see, we were gangsters, right? We were a gang 
club. How can a group of people who are organised have written scribble scrabble? I mean, we weren’t 
taught to write scribble scrabble when we were four and five years old. 1 mean, that’s scribble scrabble ‘to 
me, the normal written letter. But when you do blockbusters like on that AKAI box, whatever the hell it’s 
called, you can read those symbols. Now society called us graffiti when we wrote symbols that had some 
flamboyancy to them—which means that in the dictionary, ‘graffiti’ means scratching illegible writing. We 
had something called the ‘Military Unreadable—militarily unreadable!—which were tank styles. Now if 
you can develop a military for something that can’t possibly fit the bill of society? They title you off! 
Right? Now there’s. this thing in New York called ‘scratchiti} that’s even more graffiti than what we did on 
the trains, because now they are doing what they did as hieroglyphics, back in the Cro-Magnon days. 
Youre taking a razor blade or a rock and scratching into the window. No style can ever develop from this. 
So from 1972 to 1981, an entire repertoire of styles was developed and I named them: burners, grillers— 
you know, they all came from wildstyle, Phase 2 was the inventor of wildstyle, burners, grillers, and 
wizards. Then of course the tank style. It’s hard for the government to believe that in the dark you 
developed something so complete. And then you came up with wind tunnel, you can’t possibly do that 
now—they were taking the trains from the IRTs, from the BMTs and the INDs, and they were switching 
them around. So if you wrote your name on an IRT train, number 2, It goes express—wind tunnel, right? 
Going very fast, about 35 miles an hour, your name is riding down those tracks, right? And I write on the 


Double-R train, on express. It’s going about 35 miles an hour, right? But we don’t like each other, so we 


don’t ever want to write on the same train line. And the transit system takes those two train cars, not 
knowing what they’re doing, and they switch them up so they’re both on the same train—now I’m gonna 
beat your ass. So they didn’t plan it, it’s an unplanned war, but that is a war. That’s graffiti, and there’s a 


better word for it: I call it ‘Gothic Futurism, 


EG: What was the reaction of the fine art world? People like Basquiat and Keith Haring, what was their 
reaction to your Gothic Futurism? Did you discuss ideas with them? 


RZ: No, I was brought into New York City to interrogate Jean-Michel. 


EG: What happened with that? 

RZ: I did a painting... As a matter of fact I did three paintings. Jean-Michel made a bet with me for five 
thousand dollars that he could do what I could do and I couldn't do what he could do. And I said, ‘Oh yeah? 
You got all that stupid fucking money sitting on that table, here’s five grand.’ I pulled It out, I laid it down. 
He got three canvases that was about four by five foot, so .I did an old Italian style because I’m half 
Italian. I did an old Italian style of graffiti. Something you learn in books because that’s what Jean-Michel 


is, he’s not a dream artist, he’s a book artist. 


EG: Yeah, he read a lot? 

RZ: No, a sponge for a brain, he absorbed. My genius loci is natural. I put out, I don’t take in. See I block it, 
I’m a militant. I don’t take in, I’m a puritan. I don’t take in. I put out from what the genetic code speaks for 
me. Whereas he would take in, and they called him the best graffiti writer for the first four years of his 
art career. And Fab Five Freddy had brought me to New York City to stop this man from being known as 
one of the best graffiti writers. Now I’m contradicting myself because I hate the word ‘graffiti’ Eiti for 
Jean-Michel, there wouldn’t have been a change for him to become a pop artist. He would still have been 


called a graffiti artist. But representing us, all 10,000 of us, and him being the best? Ain’t no fuckin’ way! 


EG: So what did you do to stop that? 
RZ: I interrogated him! I asked him questions, I figured out that he was book smart, I found out that all he 


did was write on walls, he never ever touched a train. Neither did Keith Haring. Never did they ever touch 
a train. Now youre not a monk, and you have to be a monk. And a monk writes on a page. He doesn’t write 
on a wall. And they didn’t understand that. And society then switched it up and called them popular 


artists. So I painted, those three paintings to win this bet, and I won. 


EG: You won the bet? 
RZ: Oh yes I did. I painted... 


EG: He paid you? 

RZ: Yeah he paid me and didn’t like it neither, and he threw a punch at me too, and I kissed him on it. The 
three paintings were done. His gallery owner Annina Nosei—it’s 100 Prince Street in New York City—sold 
my three paintings as his work and told the collector—two collectors that bought it—told it to me and 
Jean in front of both of our faces “Jean-Michel, this is the best work you ever did.” He looked at me, and I 
said “Give me my money.” And she said “What are you talking about?” I said “You just sold my three 
paintings, we made a bet that he couldn't do what I could do and I could do what he does better, and you 


just proved it.” 


EG: What was his reaction? 


RZ: He threw a punch at me, I caught it and kissed it. 


EG: And he gave you your money? 


RZ And he gave me my money. 


EG: What did you do with the three paintings after that? 
RZ: I said, “Give me my paintings but she'd already shipped them! She already shipped them to South 
Carolina, so they had to come back. They stole a sculpture of mine, you know, to replace them—what 


happened was she wrecked her reputation. 


EG: She didn’t know what she was on about. 

RZ: She didn’t know me and him had made a bet, and she didn’t know that. I could beat the boy at what he 
was doing. Many people can do that shit! So he was beaten and it just made him look extremely 
unintellectual, it made him look like grey matter, a sponge. And real genius loci do not sponge up, give off, 
we do not absorb. We squeeze and drain. And he didn’t like that. And she didn’t like it. And she started 
spreading rumours—I said, “Why didn’t you just tell the world that I beat him at bet and that my 
paintings were better than his, simple as that, why don’t you just say that?” And then it was his turn to do 


what I do. 


EG: Yeah. What did he do? 
RZ: Nothing. He couldn't. No way. He did stupid little tags on a wall. You know, SAMO, that’s not... 


EG: Was that his attempt? 
RZ: That was his attempt. 


EG: To get back, to be you? 

RZ: No! No! Rammellzee is an equation for aerodynamics, right? Ram times elevation equals ocean. Ok? 
It’s a Dutch word that I made up in America. That’s how come I’m so popular in Holland. It’s these double 
letters. No, he just tried to do a letter, but he did it worse than a little kid! Because that’s where his mind 
was at. How to inflict pain and punishment on intellectual, pseudo-intellectual society, by being a genius 
kid. And that’s how he wrecked them. They wanted so badly to think that his was the best writing on the 
walls, because, like I said, we have the militarily unreadable. So of course they can't read it! It’s too violent, 
too many colours, missiles shooting, arrows going this way, they can’t deal. Well when you write 
something as a bad signature, oh they can get into that, that’s the best the mind can offer from the black 
culture—Afro Futurism! But see, I’m a threat, see, I’m a threat because I show organisation; I even show a 


little bit of tyranny and terrorism... intellectually, not physically. 


EG: Mental violence. 

RZ: When you turn the white Europeans or the Greek alphabeta, drop the ‘A, it’s ‘alphabet’? When you can 
speak harder than Japanese, before the 1600s had what was the first sound for the first pictogram in the 
Japanese alphabeta? Alphabet. It was not ‘A’, it was not ‘U, it was not ‘I? When youre sitting there and 
youre giving lectures, and the kid says, “Oh I didn’t know that,” I say you’ve been Westernized! Now, you 
go back to your libraries in Japan and you figure out what was the sound for your first pictogram, before 
World War I? And the dude came back, says: “Zabayah!” He said some shit like that. So I said you been 
westernized! So two Greek letters, you drop the ‘A’ from the beta, alphabeta, drop the A, and it’s ‘alphabet. 
And somehow the Romans allowed this and the Europeans spread this two-letter substance as the 
beginning title for every Spoken language, whether it’s heroglyphics, pictograms or whatever you want to 


say. All over the world. To the Japanese who hates us? Imagine, that’s terrorism! 


EG: Okay. 


RZ: I hope I’m not too much for you. 


EG: No it’s cool, man. We'll have to break it down later on and take it in chunks. 


RZ: You've got time. 


EG: Okay let’s move on to a different area. Tell us some of your early experiences of MCing. How did you 
get into that? 

RZ: In 1975 I would guess, 1974, 1975 I started rhyming with a guy named Shock Dell, S-H-O-C-K-D-E-L-L. 
And he used to call himself Grandsire Shock Dell. A couple years younger than me, I saw him in a park 
rhyming and my brother had just started teaching me breakdancing. Let me see if I can remember that 
shit. We'd be rhyming to a song called “To Be Real’ and I would do a thing called ‘Gangster Duck, which 
you've already heard I think. 


EG: Yeah I head that, that was bad. 
RZ: We kept on rhyming together, we’d go to P.A.L. Centers. P.A.L. Centers are Police Athletic Leagues and 


it would always be under the police station, or in the bottom of a project. And they would let you, you 
know, sell tickets, and bands would go up against each other—‘Explosion Disco—and I was from 
‘Stimulation Assassination, I had 16 people down with the crews, I was a gang leader at the time, and 
you'd rhyme and there'd be bullets flying, and if you didn’t like it, you’d get off the mic. If you did like it 
you keep rhyming and you'd be at parties next time and youd get some pussy the next night. Because the 
girls loved to see that you wouldn’t stop when motherfuckers was shooting! Besides that, somewhere 
around 1976, I went to jail for a couple of years and when I got out I was more schooled in this thing called 
Five Percent Nation. I became a ‘Divine God’—in the Five Percent Nation. I had known my one to ten, my 
one to forty. I came along theses of one to 720 degrees of a cypher, which is two cyphers—360 and 360, 
720, right? Two more 360s is 1440 degrees of science. So that made me a ‘Divine God, in a gang culture. So 
I had written up all my science and I went to a place called ‘Skank Park’ in New York, where you had a 
congregation of all of these people, and they’d surround you in a cypher. You'd have a Bishop on the 
outside of the cypher who was higher than a Divine God, cos he was older, and he’d stand behind. It’d be 
twelve people in the cypher, and youd be in the middle, number thirteen. The Bishop would go to the next 
person, and it’d be like a clock. And you had to answer, every time he went to the next person, this person 
had to hit you with a question—axe you a question, A-X-E you a question. Because he knew that if he 
didn’t do that the Bishop was gonna hit him in his back, so he had to do it to you before he got hit! So 
there you got a different type of school. Its not violent, but I’ve been cut because if I didn’t answer the 
question right the Bishop would say “hit him,” and I'd get hit, and I had to defend myself. And then the 


Bishop would move to the next person. 


EG: All right. Talk a bit about what you were saying yesterday with Future—you both spoke about Gothic 
Futurism. 

RZ: In 1987, I told him that your mechanism formation according to my thesis is Future’s mechanism, and 
the magnification is 2000. So you're drawing my tanks and instead of doing it in a blue shift you're doing 


it in a red shift, if you know anything about space calculation? 


EG: No, I don’t. 

RZ: So, it’s quantum physics. There’s a blue shift and a red shift to time and space. And when you magnify 
the blue shift you get a tank—very, very small, looks like a dot because youre like God, looking through a 
microscope. I explained this to him. And we see the exhaust that he’s painting. So Futura’s old paintings, I 
called him the ‘master mapper’ He did maps of mechanisms that were magnified 2000 times. He liked it 


the first couple of years but then he switched up his style because I guess maybe it made sense. 


EG: So who are you still friends with? 


RZ: I got no friends! The only friend I have is my damn girlfriend. 


EG: Really? Only one left? How long have you been with her? 
RZ: How long have I been with that girl? Seven years? Eight years? Oh yeah, I’m married already, 


common-law wife. 


EG: How old are you, if it’s not a rude question? 
RZ: Me? How old am I, God damn it? Oh, 34! Yeah, I’ll be 35 in December. I forgot about that! That’s all that 


God damn glue in my brain, boss. Word. 


EG: All right, you know there’s that photograph in Subway Art, the photo of you standing with someone? 
RZ: Oh yeah, I was wearing a white do-rag, right? 


EG: And you're standing in front of that ‘Knock’ piece on the wall with the red character. It says, ‘Out to 
bomb’ 
RZ: I think I know what you're taking about, it’s a red piece that said ‘War, and there’s one character— 


right, that’s Tracy168. 


EG: That’s Tracy? 
RZ: Yeah, that’s Tracy168. I remember this very much. That was done on 14th Street and 9th Avenue in the 


triangle building, that was the first graffiti show where everybody really got together. 


EG: That was a show? That photograph was at a show? 
RZ: Yeah, yeah, we was there. 


EG: Because it looks like it’s in someone’s house or something. 
RZ: It’s like a house! It was a sleazy-ass gallery owner, who rented out his house! But about forty, forty- 


five works was up on the wall from thirteen, or fourteen different artists. 


EG: Did you have some of your works in there? 

RZ: No, I believe I’d just started to come to New York City at the time. I was a model; I used to work for 
Wilhelmina. And I just started coming there and they kept looking me up and down and 

asking me my prices, and I was too expensive for my shit like that, so how can I be too expensive when 
Futura and the rest of these guys’ prices are higher than mine? But then they looked you up and down 
again, and it just—I wasn’t orientated to what they thought the culture should look like. Sorry, I have no 
intention of doing that I don’t think you should either. For anything, for anybody. Be who you are, wreck 
them and then die. 


EG: So, what happened to all those people that were in the scene? I don’t want to use the word graffiti 
anymore, but what happened to the graffiti writer Kid? 
RZ: There’s four Kids, boss. 


EG: Four Kids? 


RZ: So which one are you talking about? 


EG: I don’t know, just the one who has the fat ‘Kid’ whole car in Style Wars. 
RZ: There’s two Kids like that now. The one youre talking about must have been hanging out with Duster. 
All right, he’s probably up in the Bronx. I believe at Henry Chalfant’s 50th birthday party I met him again. 


He’s with Seen, the tattoo artist. 


EG: Tell us about some of the other people that were around. What happened to Cap? 

RZ: You don’t want me to talk about that. Cap I believe went into the army and then he came out of the 
army and he had what he had shot, Min or some shit like that? Min is in jail now. Delta just saw him in jail 
as a matter of fact; Delta was one of the people I used to work with. Since the style developed to the 
fullest point, which is called Iconoclast Panzerism—‘iconoclast’ means symbol destroyer, ‘ism’ is practice, 
and ‘Panzer’ is armoured division. You know, Rommel? Rommel, the desert Fox? The tank division for 
Hitler was commanded by a person named Rommel—see, so we have something in common there. He 
designed the tanks for Hitler’s World War and I design the tanks for the trains. So, Rommel/Rammell, 
right? And after everything was developed, somewhere around 1979, all this stuff started with Cap and the 
styles were simply taken out. The transit system was taking it out, washing off the good stuff first. 
Leaving what we call the cancer to the blood system—the transit system is a blood system, it’s just like 
the veins in your arm. BMTs over here, INDs over here, IRTs over here, and they all flow with human 
beings. We call it information, it’s like the super highway but it’s underground. And you know Cap wiped 
out most of the big-time writers, I was more known as an assassin, I would only hit presidents. I would 
not write on a train as a normal person would write on the train—I would be hired to do these hits and it 
would be spray paint, money, drugs, sex, whatever the fuck it was. Cap would cross out the big-time stuff 
like blockbusters, like Doze or Dondi or people like that, you know, big-time whole-car artists. He never 


would cross out Lee though. 


EG: He wouldn't cross Lee? 
RZ: He wouldn't cross out Lee. So you had this to worry about, plus you had the transit system crossing 


out and washing off all of the good stuff and letting the bad stuff become more and more dominant. We 


called it a cancer. I think it was 1983, we met a person called Richard Ravitch, who was the chairman of 


the board of the MTA in New York. 


EG: Yeah, Dick Ravitch. 

RZ: Yeah, there you go right there, that’s his name right there. And Lee wouldn’t come, right. But me, All 
and Fab Five Freddy, Dondi, Zephyr, and three or four other motherfuckers was there. And we all read our 
papers off, and me and All teamed up on Ravitch because he wanted to play staff sergeant on us, because 
he didn’t like the way we were talking. We were talking more for the development of our styles and he’s 
trying to get it to stop! We don’t want it to stop, we want to develop it more because we had the 
knowledge of these wind tunnels! We were developing toys, man! You know in the subways when you 
were called a ‘toy, that meant youre supposed to be a bad artist, you're not good at all, right—but what 
ended up happening is that I ended up making toys! I ended up making toys with the skateboard wheels 
and the wings and the missiles on it. So again, it’s subliminal. If you're being called a toy, you're a toy, 
youre no good, youre fucked up, you're a toy—would you ever develop a toy? No. It’s brainwashing. If 
youre called a graffiti writer, you're a graffiti writer, youre no good, you don't like it, youre like, “Get 
away from us!” Would you ever develop something sensible? No. The word that society put on us, graffiti 
—scratching, illegible, bad style—these words went from us to them, went from them to us, destroyed us. 
So somewhere around 1985, we were finished. But see, if it wasn’t for the tank style coming from the 
equation—Ram times elevation equals ocean—we would've still been very bad style, because there would 
have been no development. You would’ve had a lot of arrows, which are direction symbols but had no 
place to go. Now if you remember old Chinese thinking, an arrow was the first missile. You know, for the 
first rocket. When they were doing Chinese fireworks, these were the same arrows we did in wildstyle, 
very much like the arrows you see here, and they were filled with gunpowder. But they looked just like the 
wildstyle arrows we did on the train. If it had a curve it was an emotional direction symbol. If it was 
straight, it was going to turn into a missile because it went down the wind tunnel. Architecture, right? 


Simple design. [Tape finishes. ] 
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